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Kate Chopin is one of the most celebrated and remarkable writers in the world 
literature. Her works have attracted numerous readers and a great many scholars all 
over the world who have spent much academic energy on them from different 
perspectives. With the hope of enriching the research of the great litterateur and with 
the help of feminism, this thesis is aimed to explore Chopin’s feminist awareness in 
The Awakening.   
This novel was written at the end of the nineteenth century which was a time of 
tension between the old and the new, the traditional and the modern. Due to the rapid 
economical and theological change in this transitional period of time, Chopin became a 
complex feminist writer. She never criticized the traditional culture in a public way, 
nor did she directly applaud the women’s movement, while deep down she more or 
less resisted conventional doctrines. Her conflicting thought is well interwoven in the 
writing of The Awakening, a novel which displays two main kinds of women—the 
house angels and the New Women, as well as an indicative description of their conflict.  
This thesis mainly consists of five parts. Part One is the introduction, which 
summarizes the women’s writing in the late 19th century as well as the influence of The 
Awakening. Chapter One not only surveys the images of women in history but also 
analyzes the historical background and respective features of the house angels and the 
New Women. With a detailed study of the unconscious state of existence of the 
housewives and the protesting women’s struggle for self-realization, Chapter Two 
delves into Chopin’s characterization of the house angels and the New Women. While 
the house angels are content with their self-sacrificing family life, the New Women are 
trying to seek a way out with a confused but continuous process of awakening. Chapter 
Three is devoted to exploring the artistic technique of symbolism applied in this book. 
With symbols ranging from static objects, such as continent, houses etc., to living 
creatures, such as human beings, birds, the contrasting and conflicting existences 
between the house angels and the New Women are further illustrated. Last but not least, 
the thesis comes to a conclusion.  
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is not a determined fighter for women independence and freedom when confronted 
with social condemnation. This is more than a limitation of Chopin’s thought; it is a 
limitation of the epoch. The ideal of the house angels was so deep planted in the 
patriarchal society in the 19th century that it remained an onerous task for the New 
Women to poke the bubble of the feminine myth and achieve final success.  
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The stream of American women’s fiction has undergone a climax in the late 19th 
century in correspondence to some of the important events in history. The development 
of racial conflicts, the civil war, combined with the liberation of slaves, shed light upon 
the whole nation and caused more and more women to go out of family and step onto 
the social stage, which accordingly brought about the women’s movement. Reaping 
the harvest of the industrial revolution and the soaring economy, women were able to 
get rid of heavy housework and take more leisure in reading. Hence, with the appeal 
for equal rights as men and the appearance of more women readers, more and more 
women emerged to claim a place in the literary world, searching for women’s voice 
and self-dependence. Among these women writers flourished a particular group in the 
late 19th century, who based their writing on daily life with an aim to dig out the true 
existence of the self-conscious women. If women’s writing in the middle of the 19th 
century was regarded as “moderate, limited and pragmatic” (Jin 329), then it became 
vehement with a determination to cut itself off any conventional restrictions. Writers 
such as Kate Chopin (1851-1904), Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1860-1935), and Edith 
Wharton (1862-1937) belong to this group, who describe a series of female characters 
seeking personal fulfillment through work instead of matrimony. Of these writers, the 
most prominent and influential one is Kate Chopin (433), as Zhu Gang comments.  
Local colorist Kate Chopin, glorified as one of the top-ranking writers by Seysted 
(33), was born on February 8, 1851 into a wealthy Irish Catholic family in St. Louis 
society. Chopin received most of her education at the St Louis Academy where she 
read voraciously. At the age of twenty she was married to Oscar Chopin and gave birth 
to six children. On her husband’s sudden death in 1882, Kate Chopin insisted on taking 
up his cotton plantation and manifested uncommon management capability. As Nancy 
Walker puts it, Chopin proves to be an “able businesswoman” (50), overseeing not 
only the households but also affairs outside family, such as land taxes, debts that Oscar 
left, legal petitions, which were still far away from women at that period of time (Zhu 
433), when rights such as education, suffrage, though was brought into discussion, yet 
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seems in fact to have remained a controversial figure, taking solitary horseback rides, 
smoking Cuban cigarettes, and preferring the cross-section of humanity to be found at 
Oscars’ store to the more domestic chores of needlework and child care” (47). 
 Not only Chopin the woman is a “controversial figure”, but her novel The 
Awakening causes controversy. It was daring for woman writers to touch on the theme 
of women’s selfhood at her time. It is no wonder that when this novel was published in 
1899, it provoked a great deal of shock and controversy to public. It was formerly 
described as “trite and sordid”, “essentially vulgar”, and “unhealthily introspective and 
morbid in feeling” (Baym 508), owing to its daring and daunting protestation against 
the traditional prototype of women as house angels.  
The novel depicts two kinds of women selves: the unaware and the awaking. Two 
voices are distinctly heard, one is from the house angels, or rather, the perfect 
housewives who are docile, submissive, and eager to sacrifice their true self to their 
home and family without even realizing it (Xiao 50); while the other are the 
“representatives of new women” (Zhu 442) who, instead of submerging themselves 
into the unfathomable abyss of valorizing patriarchal standards of women, struggle 
against a storm of patriarchal doctrines with a growing yearning for freedom and 
self-recognition.   
With the significance of the book as a transitional female novel from the era of 
housewife culture to the epoch of modernist heterosexual love (Cheng 51), the novel 
has gradually won its recognition and popularity after being neglected for nearly half a 
century. The masterpiece The Awakening was brought to popularity in the 1960s when 
the women movement moved ahead. The value of the novel is thus be recognized both 
by its exploration of women’s search for selfhood and its skillful use of symbolism.   
This dissertation mainly consists of three chapters. Chapter I is aimed to analyze 
the images of women in history, in particular the image of house angels, who are ideal 
housewives from patriarchal perspective as well as the opposite of the house angels, 
the New Women, who refuse to sacrifice their selfhood. Chapter II delves into the 
characters that represent house angels and the new women in Chopin’s novel The 
Awakening. Chapter III is devoted to exploring the artistic technique of symbolism 
applied in this book. 















depiction of the struggle between two kinds of ideal, one stands for the traditional 
while the other for the self-conscious. With great talent and skill, Chopin has weaved a 
compact tapestry in this novel to suggest her own refrained wishes, both in the 



































House Angels Versus New Women: A Feminist Reading of The Awakening 
 4 
 
Chapter One  The Images of Women 
 
The relationship between the two sexes is the most common one in society. The 
attraction and combination between the two sexes are not only a requirement of human 
reproduction, but also a natural need both for males and females. Their appearance, 
physiques as well as psychological system, so different from the other sex and yet so 
harmonious with each other, constitute an elaborate complement to each sex, which 
lays a solid foundation for each sex to draw a mutual admiration and attraction from 
the other one. Thus, despite their biological and psychological differences, men and 
women should have been born equal. Nevertheless, with the development of human 
society, equivalence between two sexes is gradually disharmonized, and women, 
gradually fall into subordinate or inferiority to men, are classified according to how 
much they perform their social roles which are defined by patriarchy.  
 
I. The Images of Women in History 
Binary opposition is best explained by Alfred Tennyson, possibly out of sarcasm, 
in The Princess (1847): 
      
Man for the field and woman for the hearth: 
          Man for the sword and for the needle she: 
          Man with head and woman with the heart: 
          Man to command and woman to obey; 
          All else confusion. 
 
It is fair enough when man and woman have their respective roles, but with man the 
commander and woman the follower, the unfairness begins to emerge.  
Different branches of social science have long been trying to dig out some 
explanation. As Sigmund Freud and many of his followers argued that women were 
not as good as men because they did not develop as completely as men and must 
realize the fact that they were “castrated”. This does not hold the whole water. Later 
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themselves to females rather than females to males in the sense that a boy’s passage to 
manhood is achieved by doing – performing good deeds, while a girl can mount to its 
adulthood stage through being – a symbolic natural process such as menstruation or 
child birth (Anderson 11-12).  According to archaeologists, the sexual division of 
labor can be dated back to thousands of years ago, with males hunting and fighting 
outside, while females attending to children and household at home. But this serves no 
implication that female’s assignments are subordinated to male’s with a conclusion of 
females’ inferiority to males. A possible explanation might be that, with the limitation 
of sources, battles began to take form between different communities. With his 
physical advantages in strength, man was compelled to fight in the fields to protect his 
family, a mission considered of foremost importance, while woman stayed at home and 
gradually became secondary and less important. When the spheres for men and women 
were further separated, the ideology came, which has been predominating through 
centuries, that “men were active, economically independent, competitive, striving 
creatures whilst women were passive, dependent, nurturing and weak” (Robbins 220). 
In a word, women were regarded physically and mentally inferior to men through 
history. 
Women have been classified into different types in history—angels, witches, 
monsters, and so on. A relatively detailed one is Mary Ellmann’s understanding. She 
has divided women into the following stereotypes: “the formless” (74), which 
emphasizes women’s superficial form and physical impression with a conclusion that 
women are also brainless; “the passive” (78), a pattern, as ironically indicated, is a 
type formed relevant to childbirth; “the instable” (82), which indicates that women’s 
hysteria is inherent rather than driven by external forces; “the confined” (87), whose 
life is presumably limited and secluded; “the pious” (93), a feature “like the courage of 
animals, is fiercely displayed without being truly felt” (93); “the material” (98), a type 
in alliance with concrete object because “looking is low, spineless, degenerative, and 
women voyeuses of the universe” (98); “the spiritual” (102), a type originating from 
the Middle Ages when courtly love is prevalent; “the irrational” (107), which assumes 
that women are incapable to use their mind”; “the compliant” (119), which has once 
been “one of the most amiable of set relationships between men and women” (119) and 
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With all the types mentioned above, it is not difficult to draw the conclusion that 
woman is the representative of the passive, the unstable, and the one without a mind. 
From the perspective of patriarchy, there are mainly two kinds of women, the one who 
obey the rules made by this system and the other one who refuse to. Traditionally, 
woman has been seen as either saint or devil as they follow or rebel against the rules. 
As saint, they may be extolled as the Virgin Mary, freed from woman’s tainted 
sexuality, who brings man to God, an image of “the house angel”, who is 
“monotonously and unbelievably good” (Cornillen 35). Above all,  
       
she should be more than pretty, for while she may not be a classical beauty, her face 
shows animation, intelligence, and character. Her blue eyes or grey eyes always 
sparkle, twinkle, or shine, and they subtly reveal love she wants to hide, anger she tries 
to overcome, and merriment she should suppress. Her nose is well-shaped and slender, 
her lips are rosy, full, round, pouting, or gently curved, and her teeth are invariably 
white and even…(31) 
 
In a word, she looks like a pre-eminent idol rather than a live human being. 
Furthermore, she is “to be obedient, chaste, and pious, to look forward to marriage as 
their proper goal, and to expect in marriage to see their ‘parents’ authority exchanged 
for that of their husband” (29); she is “dependent, protected, and provided for, the 
dutiful, chaste, obedient daughter, wife, or mother” (Anderson 332), and it is her duty 
to make sure that the purity and morality in the family should not be threatened.  
As the devil, women might be cursed as Eve, the mother of the human race and the 
source of all human woe, also an image of “the monster woman” who  
 
is the woman who refuses to be selfless, acts on her own initiative, who has a story to 
tell – in short, a woman who rejects the submissive role patriarchy has reserved for 
her…. The monster woman for Gilbert and Gubar is duplicitous , precisely because she 
has something to tell: there is always the possibility that she may choose not to tell – or 
to tell a different story. The duplicitous woman is the one whose consciousness is 
opaque to man, whose mind will not let itself be penetrated by the phallic probing by 
masculine thought. (Moi 58)  
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